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On Dec. 12, the Colombian Congress passed a bill allowing the government to confiscate assets of
those involved in the illegal drug trade. The measure, which passed after five months of heated
debate, US pressure, and threats from the drug cartels against lawmakers, was signed into law by
President Ernesto Samper on Dec. 19. However, the Samper administration was less successful in
pushing through a constitutional reform to reinstate extradition of drug traffickers. Government
officials acknowledged in early December that the measure was dead for this legislative session,
despite intense US lobbying for its passage.
In a historic vote, Colombian lawmakers passed the bill 103-to-4, opening the way for the
government to confiscate assets of drug lords, estimated by Colombian Justice Minister Carlos
Medellin to be worth US$200 billion. The law will affect ill-gotten goods acquired during the past
20 years. "This law defines a clear watershed in the history of the fight against drug trafficking
and organized crime," Samper said after the bill's passage. Debate on measures to control drug
trafficking has gone on intermittently since the administration sent several measures to Congress in
July.
Because of repeated threats against lawmakers, authorities tightened security in Congress.
"The Congress has demonstrated its responsibility to the country, and I believe that it has been
vindicated with the Colombian people and the international community," said Claudia Blum,
legislator for the Nueva Fuerza Democratica. "It is one of the most difficult and most polemic laws
and one about which we have received the most threats and intimidations. But Colombia was saved
and good triumphed."
The stakes on passage of the bill and a companion bill to toughen jail terms were high. US President
Bill Clinton's administration has warned Colombia that enactment of the proposals was the
minimum the Samper administration had to do to avoid economic sanctions next year. In March
1996, Washington decertified Colombia as a partner in the drug war (see NotiSur, 02/09/96 and
03/08/96). The decertification provided for economic sanctions, which have not yet been applied.
In July, the State Department pulled Samper's US visa one month after the Colombian Congress
exonerated him of charges of receiving US$6 million in drug money for his 1994 election campaign
(see NotiSur, 06/21/96 and 07/19/96). Washington officials say they will review Colombia's actions
in the drug fight after Dec. 31 to decide whether the country will regain status as a drug-war
ally or face the imposition of economic sanctions such as a loss of trade benefits or banking
privileges. Although the anti-drug trafficking legislation was introduced at least in part to placate
the US, in November, Samper dismissed the importance of US certification. "We don't like foreign
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certifications," said Samper. "No country can reserve for itself the right to certify the conduct of
another country."
Passage of the confiscation measure was not easy. Two days before it finally passed, the House
had approved by a 59-57 vote a weaker version that would have protected assets acquired before
1991, allowing drug bosses to hold on to most of their riches. Samper intervened, calling on
leaders of his Partido Liberal, which controls Congress, to approve the tougher measure. The
Samper administration laid much of the blame for that disappointing vote at the feet of the Partido
Conservador, which had pulled out of the debate. The opposition rejected the accusation. "We have
been overrun for the past three years by the majority party, and now when they need us, they call on
us," said Conservador Deputy Jaime Arias. "The bills were introduced to exorcise President Samper,
to clean up his image with the US. But the bills are not workable, they are weak, and the government
is only trying to put up a smoke screen."
During the debate, lawyers for drug lords were reportedly lobbying against the bills. Police,
lawmakers, and Cabinet members said they had evidence drug bosses were paying bribes of US
$25,000 to legislators to vote against the measures. As the Congress debated the drug-trafficking
bills, more evidence emerged that cartel bosses including those confined to jail cells were working
on members of Congress. During a raid on La Picota prison, where Cali cartel chiefs Miguel and
Gilberto Rodriguez Orejuela are imprisoned, police found copies of original drafts of the anti-drug
legislation and exact tallies of voting records.
Colombian authorities also released transcripts of intercepted cellular-phone conversations between
Miguel Rodriguez Orejuela, from his jail cell, and his lawyer, discussing the "oxygen" needed to
resolve pending problems. Experts said "oxygen" is a code word for cash for legislators.
On the other side, the US lobbied openly for passage of the legislation, which angered many
Colombians who chafed at what they consider US meddling in internal Colombian affairs. US
Ambassador Myles Frechette publicly demanded that Congress pass the measure allowing
confiscation of goods and that it be retroactive. He has also repeatedly called for the reinstatement of
extradition.
Following the approval of the confiscation bill, Colombian Foreign Minister Maria Emma Mejia said
she hoped that the US State Department and the White House would view the passage as proof of
Colombia's clear resolve to fight drug trafficking. Sen. German Vargas Lleras said drug traffickers
hold about 9.8 million acres of Colombia's best agricultural land property that can now be freed up
for an agricultural reform project. "This legislation will produce a redistribution of wealth the likes
of which has never before been achieved in Colombia," said Vargas, who led the fight for its passage
in the face of frequent death threats. Following the bill's passage, Frechette said the US government
would "recognize" Colombia's efforts, but he stopped short of saying whether it would affect the
1997 certification process.
The US has clearly been frustrated that Colombia has failed to pass the extradition reform, allowing
major drug cartel bosses to serve reduced sentences under country-club like conditions. On Dec. 7,
the government admitted that it would be unable to pass the constitutional amendment to reinstate
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extradition this session. However, administration officials said they would renew their efforts when
the Congress reconvenes next March. Colombia abolished extradition with the incorporation of
Article 35 of the 1991 Constitution.
The change occurred in the midst of a bloody campaign against extradition by the Medellin cartel
under the leadership of the late Pablo Escobar Gaviria. At that time, a group, calling itself "the
extraditables," carried out a reign of terror, using the slogan, "We prefer a tomb in Colombia
to jail in the US." The recent extradition debate became stalled in committee in the House of
Representatives, effectively killing it for this session as the clock ran out. Although the Senate had
approved the extradition measure by a vote of 68-15 on Dec. 10, six more debates were required
to ensure final passage. Deputy Vivian Morales said that, although the extradition bill had been
debated for three months in the Senate, it had only been in the House for three days. "I think that it
is difficult to deal with an issue so serious and delicate for the country in less than a week."
Justice Minister Carlos Medellin said a new package of anti-drug trafficking measures would be
sent to Congress next year and would include a bill reintroducing the extradition provision. The
constitutional change was introduced this year by Sen. Luis Giraldo. Although Giraldo is a member
of the governing Partido Liberal, he blamed the administration for the bill's defeat. Giraldo said the
administration has placed its priority on the confiscation of assets rather than on extradition.
Samper, on the other hand, blamed the chief prosecutor, Alfonso Valdivieso, pointing out remarks
that Valdivieso made about the bill. During a visit to the US, Valdivieso said passage of the bill as
written would make Colombia look ridiculous internationally. He said that, although the measure
gives the appearance of re-establishing extradition, it contains so many provisions and conditions
before extradition can be carried out that it is, in effect, not enforceable.
Despite the obstacles, many political observers continue to insist that re-establishing extradition
is indispensable for any significant improvement in US-Colombia relations. Since passage of the
confiscation measure, efforts to intimidate lawmakers also stepped up, focusing on stopping the
approval of extradition. On Nov. 18, "the extraditables" surfaced again, threatening legislators
who vote for extradition and their families. In a message sent to the news media, the group said
that extradition deprives those involved of their children. In return, "the extraditables" said they
would make sure that the children of the legislators were deprived of their parents. (Sources:
Notimex, 11/16/96; Inter Press Service, 12/07/96, 12/11/96; Associated Press, Miami Herald, 12/12/96;
Spanish news service EFE, 11/18/96, 12/03/96, 12/12/96, 12/13/96, 12/16/96; Reuter, 11/12/96, 12/04/96,
12/06/96, 12/10-12/96, 12/14/96, 12/17/96)
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